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'But uncle, it's . . .'

The mother looked up. The lamplight shone in her face as in a
mirror. Her lips said 'ssK', then her head dropped and the light
disappeared. The girl had understood. She said nothing and once
more grew attentive. Mathurin had got up. He roamed around
the room, rolling his shoulders under the jersey. We had all listened.
Where does intoxication end? Where madness begin? Where
reason resume its sway? We had all set sail for the wonderful
isle.

'It's hurt me too long seeing you here. This is no sort of existence
. . . Without Mathurin, you'd have gone under. The worst is
starving to death in a town where people look on. FareweD
misery! We've left it behind. . . . We'll take rabbits. They'll
make their burrows on the island . . . They'll be swarming in under
three months . . .I've seen it in the South Seas, cliffs covered with
goats. . . . We'll take a goat too ... I'll make a garden on the hill,
at the highest spot there, well away from the fevers . . .I'll catch you
birds.'

From that day, Mathurin never sobered up from his dream,
This great project filled all his days. He was seeking a pair of rabbits,
'good breeders and hardy too.3 Whenever I met him in the street,
he confided his worries.

'I don't quite know the kind of climate we'll find on that island . . .
of course, if it turns colder, the rabbits will pile on fur, but if it gets
warm, they'll get as bare as rats . . . That's life that is ... furs when
it's cold, skin when it's hot.'

But to find a pair of rabbits was no easy matter. Mathurin managed
it, however. He did odd errands between the country and town and
the farmers gave him an albino buck and a grey doe.

'They'll get acclimatized, it's a cert. Then we shall have a white
breed with little grey spots. First-class meat and best Canadian fur
. , . You've got to think about clothes seeing we shall be at the back
of beyond.'

In the dim ground-floor room, the two rabbits scurried among the
boxes, and signalled with thuds of their paws like fencing masters.
'Rat, tat, ratatat, tat.' They scurried under the beds, explored the
ashes and posed like dancing bears at a respectful distance from
visitors. Sometimes, at night, I surprised the mother and girl eating
some root vegetable. From time to time they threw melancholy
- glances at the rabbits. But the rabbits were sacred. They were
under the protection of that primitive community which was
developing in the clear but wandering mind of the old sailor: they
were the totem and taboo of the family.

'They must breed above all!' murmured Mathurin. 'When we've
a thousand, we'll eat rabbit every day/